
Disability studies courses and programs can have a positive
and transformative effect on disability services, students 
with disabilities, and the broader campus climate by placing
disability issues in social, cultural, and political context.

Disability Studies in Higher Education

Steven J. Taylor

Every new group entering higher education has a profound influence on
academic programs and curricula. The expansion of educational opportu-
nities for women and members of ethnic minorities since the 1960s led to
the establishment of programs in women’s and gender studies, African
American Studies, Latino Studies, Native American Studies, and similar eth-
nic studies. More recently, the gay and lesbian rights movement and the
increased acceptance of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) per-
sons in American society has resulted in the emergence of LGBT programs
at many colleges and universities. The latest group to increase its presence
on American campuses is students with disabilities. In 1975, the passage of
P.L. 94–142, later renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act,
increased opportunities for students with disabilities in America’s schools
and raised expectations of people with disabilities that they could benefit
from educational programs and contribute to society. The Americans with
Disabilities Act, passed in 1990, required educational institutions, as well
as other public and private entities, to end discrimination against people
with disabilities. As increasing numbers of students with disabilities have
entered higher education, it is only natural that they would expect univer-
sities and colleges to develop academic programs that reflect their experi-
ences in society.

As a topic of study, disability is not new at institutions of higher edu-
cation. Psychological and intellectual disabilities have been of interest in
psychiatry and psychology at least since the late 1800s and early 1900s. The
post–World War II era, in particular, witnessed the rapid expansion of aca-
demic programs in special education, vocational rehabilitation, speech and
language disorders, and similar clinical or instructional areas. In sociology,
courses in social problems and deviance have covered disability, along with
race, ethnicity, and sexuality, since the early part of the twentieth century.
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94 DISABILITY SERVICES AND CAMPUS DYNAMICS

Each of these fields views disability from the perspective of a nondisabled
majority. Disability has been treated as a condition to be cured or amelio-
rated or a characteristic that can interfere with the social order and social
interaction. Enter disability studies.

The academic area of disability studies approaches disability from a dif-
ferent vantage point than traditional fields. It examines disability as a social,
cultural, and political phenomenon. In contrast to clinical, medical, instruc-
tional, or therapeutic perspectives on disability, Disability Studies focuses
on how disability is defined and represented in society. From this perspec-
tive, disability is not a characteristic that exists exclusively in the person so
defined, but a construct that finds its meaning in social and cultural con-
text. This is similar to the way in which women’s and gender studies
approaches the difference between sex as a biological condition and gender
as a social role.

Disability Studies is a vibrant and diverse field or area of scholarly
inquiry. First, it is interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary. No single aca-
demic discipline can place a claim on Disability Studies. Rather, the field is
informed by scholarship from such different disciplines as history, sociol-
ogy, literature, philosophy, political science, law, policy studies, economics,
cultural studies, anthropology, geography, theology, communications and
media studies, and the arts. Major professional associations, including the
Modern Language Association, the American Sociological Association, 
the American Education Research Association, and the American Studies
Association, have interest groups on Disability Studies.

Second, Disability Studies covers an incredibly diverse group of people.
People who are blind, deaf, use wheelchairs, have chronic pain or fatigue,
learn at a slower pace than other people, process written words differently
from others, and so on, have vastly different experiences and perspectives.
Does it make sense to lump together such different human beings under the
category of disability? It does—not because they are the same in any bio-
logical or philosophical sense, but because society has placed them in this
category, with consequences for how they are viewed and treated by the
majority presumed to be nondisabled. 

Finally, it is easier to define what Disability Studies is not (medicine;
rehabilitation; special education; speech and language disorders; and pro-
fessions oriented toward the cure, prevention, or treatment of disabilities)
than to specify what it is. Although Disability Studies scholars generally sub-
scribe to the “minority group model” of disability—the view that the status
of people as a minority shapes their experiences in society—they can agree
on little else. Some scholars view disability in terms of culture and identity,
while others regard disability as a label and social construct. Others con-
sider disability as both an identity and a social construct. Further, Disability
Studies scholars differ on the compatibility of Disability Studies with other aca-
demic perspectives on disability. Some reject medical and clinical approaches
to disability and argue that these approaches inherently treat disability as
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pathological. Others maintain that different perspectives on disability can
coexist, with Disability Studies bringing much-needed attention to society’s
treatment of people with disabilities.

Scholars even use different language to refer to the people at the cen-
ter of inquiry in disability. Disabled person is used to draw attention to the
centrality of disability in individual identity; person with a disability or peo-
ple first language conveys the idea that having a disability is secondary to
people’s identities as human beings; person labeled disabled (mentally
retarded, intellectually disabled, mentally ill, and so on) focuses on how 
disability is a socially constructed definition imposed on people. Within dif-
ferent groups, minor variations in language and spelling can carry tremen-
dous significance. Thus, deaf person and Deaf person mean very different
things, with the latter emphasizing membership in a linguistic minority,
based on the use of American Sign Language.

The first Disability Studies programs in the United States were estab-
lished in the mid-1990s. Today, there are at least twenty-nine undergraduate
and graduate disability studies programs in the country, with one or two
additional programs added every year. Table 10.1 provides a listing of uni-
versities or colleges that offer undergraduate or graduate degrees, minors,
majors, or certificates in Disability Studies.1 The Society for Disability Stud-
ies and the Disability Studies in Education group, which is associated with
the American Education Research Association, sponsor annual Disability
Studies conferences. Major academic publishers, including New York Uni-
versity Press, Syracuse University Press, Temple University Press, and the
University of Michigan Press, have Disability Studies series or have published
multiple titles in Disability Studies. Although Disability Studies scholarship
can be found in many social science, humanities, policy, and applied jour-
nals, the Disability Studies Quarterly, Disability and Society, and the Journal
of Disability Policy Studies are exclusively devoted to disability studies work.

Disability Studies is an academic area of inquiry, not a service field. Col-
leges and universities are required to provide accommodations to students,
faculty, and staff with disabilities under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act, and most maintain
offices of disability services. Although Disability Studies programs do not
provide services to students with disabilities, they can complement offices
of disability services and help to make campus culture more inclusive and
accepting of students with disabilities. Accommodations provided in com-
pliance with the law are important, but cannot change attitudinal barriers
that can isolate and marginalize students with disabilities. Just as women’s
and gender studies, African American, and LGBT studies programs have
influenced college or university policies and practices, Disability Studies
programs can address issues that transcend in-class accommodations.

Disability Studies is well established in higher education. The question
that arises is: Why should colleges and universities support disability studies
programs? Disability is part of the human condition and will touch practically
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all students directly or indirectly at some time in their lives. If people live long
enough, they will either become disabled or have a family member or close
friend experience a disability. For students with disabilities, in particular, Dis-
ability Studies can help them understand their personal experiences in social,
cultural, and political context. From a scholarly standpoint, disability pro-
vides an intellectual lens through which to examine everything ranging from
cultural conceptions of beauty or normality to the social dynamics of stereo-
typing, discrimination, and exclusion. Many, if not most, colleges and uni-
versities offer degrees in vocational rehabilitation, special education, and other
applied fields. Students in social work, child and family development, and
related fields often take disability-related courses. For students in applied
fields, Disability Studies courses can complement their programs of study 
and help them understand that the best instructional and clinical interventions
will be undermined if children and adults with disabilities continue to face
social, physical, and attitudinal barriers to their full participation in society.

By developing Disability Studies programs, colleges and universities can
demonstrate their commitment to diversity and, based on the experience at
Syracuse University and elsewhere, strengthen their student recruitment
efforts. Prospective undergraduate and graduate students who have disabil-
ities or have a family member or sibling with disabilities are likely to be
attracted to a minor, certificate, or degree program in Disability Studies.
Graduate students who pursue Disability Studies programs also include
those who have held positions in special education, vocational rehabilita-
tion, or other helping professionals and have become disillusioned by soci-
etal or administrative obstacles to their students’ or clients’ inclusion in
society. Undergraduates in Disability Studies programs often have had a vol-
unteer or personal experience that draws them to the area of disability. So
having a Disability Studies program enables colleges and universities to
communicate to prospective students: “If you want to pursue a degree in
sociology, literature, history, education, social work, or other disciplines, but
also have a personal or professional interest in the area of disability, our col-
lege or university is the right one for you.” Disability studies can enrich
campus life, college or university curricula, and the diverse composition of
the student body. 

Note

1. This listing is based on a review of curricula and courses offered at these colleges and
universities to ensure that they incorporate disability studies content.

STEVEN J. TAYLOR is the Coordinator and Centennial Professor of Disability Stud-
ies and Director of the Center on Human Policy, Law, and Disability Studies at
Syracuse University. 

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION • DOI:10.1002/he


